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Abstract
Lean administrative procedures and One-Stop Shops are key drivers of bureaucratic simplification
and to ease the administrative burdens on business and industry with the ultimate aim of making a
country more competitive and of spurring its economic growth. The paper investigates the case of
Italy’s One-Stop Business Services and Information Shops and why it has taken 15 years and a stream
of legislation to get the municipalities to implement the concept. The paper assesses whether the
Italian government’s One-Stop Business Shop (‘SUAP’) programme has effectively lightened the
administrative load that weighs on the country’s enterprises and then analyzes its implementation. A
critical discussion of the “innovation by law” approach taken by the Italian government to not only
the setting up of the One-Stop Business Shops, but also to diffuse e-government (i.e., the National
Action Plans for e-Government) seeks to shed light on the problems that continue to dog eGovernment implementation in Italy.
Keywords: One-stop government, administrative burdens, simplification, innovation, e-government.

1

Introduction

The European Union’s e-government policies have prioritized One-Stop Government since the launch
of the eEurope programme in December 1999. The centrality of One-Stop Government depends on the
fact that it could provide significant advantages to citizens, business and the public sector itself
(Wimmer and Tambouris, 2002; Scott, 2004; Janssen and Joha, 2006).
Over the years, the scramble to define ‘one-stop government’ has been led by the supranational
organizations (UN, 2003; OECD, 2006; 2010a; World Bank, 2009) and the large consulting firms (for
instance, Accenture, 2009; PwC, 2012; Deloitte, 2012). Meantime, one-stop government has captured
the attention of the e-government academic community, which sees it as pivotal to each e-government
system (Wimmer, 2002a; 2002b; Glassey, 2004; Bannister, 2005; Tambouris and Wimmer, 2005;
Skaggs, Poe and Stevens, 2006; Gouscos, Kalikakis, Lega and Papadopoulou, 2007; Verdegem and
Hauttekeete, 2008).
Regardless of its many guises and methods of implementation, the idea of one-stop government is
mainly grounded on:


the bundling and/or integration of public services (Hangen and Kubicek, 2000) that can be
accessed from a single point of contact, although they can be delivered by different public
authorities that have competences on them (Wimmer, 2002a, Ricciardi, Rossignoli and De Marco,
2013);
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 the re-design of the services architecture and the service delivery so that users are able to access the
services in a well-structured and well understandable manner, meeting their perspectives and needs
(Wimmer, 2002a);
 the availability of a multiplicity of delivery channels, including the online channel that makes the
services available 24 hours a day (Dias and Rafael, 2007; Hogrebe, Kruse and Nüttgens, 2008).
More recently, the topic of one-stop government was taken up by Information Systems scholars, above
all, to delve into specific conceptual aspects, in particular:
 public agency interoperability/integration to support the execution of inter-organizational
workflows, as required by the single-point-of-contact idea itself (Charih and Robert, 2004; West,
2004; Guijarro, 2006; Colarullo, Di Mascio and Virili, 2006; Bekkers, 2007; Vaast and BinzScharf, 2008);
 the study of inter-organizational transformation/innovation processes and reengineering process
models from the perspective of inter-organizational cooperation between different public agencies
(Ongaro, 2004; Kraemer and King, 2006; Mele, 2008; Leeuw and Leeuw, 2012; Hansson, Norn
and Vad, 2014);
 the study of business and service delivery models, particularly in terms of the single point of
contact’s delivery of online services (Janssen, Kuk and Wagenaar, 2008; Schellong, 2009;
Kohlborn, Weiss, Poeppelbuss, Korthaus and Fielt, 2010; Peters, Kohlborn, Korthaus, Fielt and
Ramsden, 2011).
The three main attributes of one-stop government, i.e., simplification of administrative procedures,
single points of contact (SPC) and online services, make it a particularly apt solution to simplify
relations between business and government and to reduce the administrative burdens on enterprises
(Ongaro, 2004; Colarullo, Di Mascio and Virili, 2006).
In countries like Italy, the highly level of fragmented government systems (Mola e Carugati, 2012)
that mandate the different bureaucratic aspects of business start-up, change of activity and closure to
several types of government agencies entangle the enterprises in a maze of red tape. This can severely
damage business competitiveness and, as a result, stunt the competitive growth of the country’s
economy as a whole.
Administrative simplification is acknowledged as an essential condition to spur new business
development and, thus, economic growth. Indeed, administrative simplification remains a key priority
for many countries in both the developed and the developing world (OECD 2009a), and is usually
achieved by streamlining procedures and the setting up of One-Stop Shops, either physical or online
(or a combination of both) (OECD 2009b).
In 1998, the Italian government moved to simplify the authorization process for business start-up,
change of activity and closure by introducing Law 447/98, which called for the setting up of One-Stop
Business Shops (in Italian, Sportello Unico per le Attività Produttive or ‘SUAP’). Dubbed the SUAP
law, it required that each municipality set up a One-stop Business Services and Information Shop to
perform prescribed tasks and to implement the relative technological and organizational innovation
processes.
However, the failure of the municipalities to comply with Law 447/1998 forced the Italian government
to intervene yet again to make the SUAP legislation more efficacious, which it did by imposing more
and even stricter rules on the municipalities. Over the years, this approach has led to further legislation
to regulate the functioning of the One-Stop Business Shops to culminate in Law 160/2010, the main
thrust of which was to get the municipalities to provide all their business services online as a typical eGovernment service. Therefore, it has taken at least 12 years of legislation to establish the country’s
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municipal One-Stop Business Shops and conclude the intervention that started with the first SUAP law
in 1998.
The article offers a timely reflection on the development of the One-stop Business Shops in Italy,
taking account of the turbulence and uncertainty that have hindered their journey. Specifically, in
order to understand whether the SUAP intervention has achieved its mission now that the points of
single contact are effectively on stream, the paper attempts an ex-post assessment, which, to the best
of our knowledge, has not yet been done. The scope of the analysis will, however, be necessarily
limited to the aim of the paper, which is to offer some elements of answer to two interrelated
questions:
1. Has the SUAP programme truly been capable of easing the administrative burdens on enterprises
and of spurring economic growth and competitiveness in Italy?
2. How effective is an approach that relies (almost) exclusively on legislation to “force-feed”
innovation?
The Introduction is followed by Section 2, which first provides some background on the One-Stop
Business Shop and then maps the legislative route taken by the Italian government over 12 years to get
the municipalities to implement it. Section 3 gives an overview of the analysis method used, while
Section 4 discusses the outcome of the SUAP programme, using secondary data sources to assess
whether the program has managed to reduce the administrative burdens on businesses and, if so,
whether it has thus achieved its mission to spur the growth and competitiveness of the Italian
economy. Section 5 analyzes the effectiveness of the ‘innovation-by-law’ approach and argues that it
is much to blame for the poor results achieved by the SUAP programme. Section 5 presents the
study’s conclusions.

2

Italy’s One-stop Business Shops: Background

The SUAP programme was launched by the Italian government in 1998 as part of its framework
policy to spur the country-wide adoption of e-government and to simplify relations between
government and business. The first round of legislation (Law 447/1998) had the mission of getting the
municipalities to establish the SUAP. Law 447/1998 gave the municipality the option of setting up the
One-Stop Business Shop either independently or jointly with other municipalities (through intermunicipal cooperation) provided that only one single organization was responsible for processing the
entire administrative procedure.
Before the coming into force of Law 447/1998 each municipality was left to apply the procedures,
forms and tariffs of its own devising. Indeed, the more complex and/or sensitive the business activity
the more public offices the business owner had to traipse through, with both red tape and costs
levitating accordingly (Forti, 2000). To streamline this process, the One-Stop Business Shop was
tasked with coordinating all the public agencies involved (e.g., local healthcare authorities, fire
brigade, provincial and regional governments, regional environment authorities) to ensure the
entrepreneurs a single point of contact through which to expedite their obligations to start-up, change
activity or close a business.
Law 340/2000 was enacted to reduce the business authorization timeframe, deregulating and
abrogating specific laws on matters that now came under the jurisdiction of the SUAP. Even so, the
One-Stop Business Shops still had trouble getting off the ground and the Italian government was
forced to intervene yet again, this time with Law 229/2003. This additional layer of legislation
introduced the standard practice of “tacit consent” or what is called ‘Statement of Business Start-up’
(in Italian ‘DIA’ or ‘Denuncia d’Inizio Attività’). Submission of the DIA to the One-Stop Business
Shop enabled the business owner to commence activity right away, eliminating the lengthy wait for
authorizations, permits or licenses.
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A further step toward simplifying government-business relations came in the form of the Single
Statement (‘Comunicazione Unica’ or ‘CU’) introduced by Law 40/2007. The CU enables a new
business to list with the Register of Companies kept by the local Chamber of Commerce and, although
registration is obligatory for any new company, Law 40/2007 made electronic transmission mandatory
for both company registration with the Register of Companies and for any other document and
information flows between the public agencies involved. Although the impact of this law on the OneStop Business Shop is indirect it has been a major factor in embedding the principle that a business
should use exclusively electronic means to interact with the PA.
Law 133/2008 fully incorporated the online principle into the One-Stop Business Shop framework,
further refining the SUAP model by mandating it put online the entire range of business services and
information and launched an e-business application function. Law 133/2008 also allowed for the
reception of European Directive 2006/123/EC (the “Services Directive”), which led to the enactment
of Law 160 in 2010 and the launch of the web-site www.impresainungiorno.gov as the Single Point of
Contact (SPC) to give business users access to information and to enable them to complete their
administrative procedures online.
Law 160/2010, the final layer of the SUAP onion, gave the One-Stop Business Shops a set of basic
technological requirements to comply with in order to obtain SPC accreditation and, thus, full
operational status. Law 160/2010 also forestalled any further delays in the government’s One-Stop
Business Shop mission by mandating that any municipality unable to satisfy said requirements must
delegate the running of the One-Stop Business Shop to the local Chamber of Commerce, regardless of
whether or not it had signed a voluntary agreement. The deadline set for the One-Stop Business Shops
to obtain SPC accreditation was 1 January 2011.
Since its inception in 1998, the One-Stop Business Shop has required further legislation mainly to
make it more technology driven and to transform it, ultimately, into a virtual service centre, i.e., a
computerized and connected unit that delivers digital information and services to business users via
the new technologies, internet and new media.
The One-Stop E-Government reference framework shown in Figure 1 (Hogrebe, Kruse and Nüttgens,
2008), below, maps the journey to achieving the status of full-fledged virtual service centre:

Figure 1.

One-Stop E-Government Reference Framework (Hogrebe, Kruse and Nüttgens, 2008)

The bundling of the different services provided by the public agencies (Step 1 of Figure 1) was the
first and biggest challenge faced by the One-Stop Business Shop, which mainly was addressed through

Eighth Mediterranean Conference on Information Systems, Verona 2014

4

Castelnovo, Sorrentino, De Marco / Italy’s One-Stop Business Shops

inter-agency agreements. However, the issue of digital inter-agency communications and workflows
was not addressed until the launch of the 2003-2008 Italian National Action Plan for E-Government,
which provided the municipalities with the funding and support needed to transform the One-Stop
Business Shops into virtual portals. To enable this innovation (Step 2 of Figure 1) and become a
virtual service centre, most of the funded projects aimed to lay the technological foundations needed
for electronic inter-agency communications and workflows, even when these did not explicitly include
the implementation of business e-services. However, this particular goal was only achieved after Law
160/2010 made the electronic submission of all business authorization applications mandatory,
signalling the end of the lengthy process of change that called for Italy’s municipalities to set up a
One-Stop Business Services and Information Shop.

3

Method

The chosen analysis method is based on a ‘whole-of-system’ approach to evaluation and on the use of
secondary data sources in the evaluation (Arnold, 2004; Esteves and Rhoda, 2006; Grimsley, Meehan
and Gupta, 2006; Srivastava and Teo, 2007; Castelnovo, 2013; Castelnovo and Riccio, 2013).
The “whole-of-system” approach to the ex-post evaluation of an innovation programme takes account
of whether and to what extent it has helped to generate appreciable benefits for the entire system that
implemented it, and not only at the level of the system components (subsystems) directly involved in
its implementation. The “whole-of-system” approach is usually adopted when the strategic goals of
government’s innovation initiatives are seen to “go beyond efficiency, effectiveness and economy, and
include political and social objectives such as trust in government, social inclusion, community
regeneration, community wellbeing and sustainability” (Grimsley and Meehan, 2007, p. 134). This
approach calls for shifting the focus of the evaluation from inputs and outputs to outcomes and
impacts that are not normally indicated as the direct objectives of an initiative, but rather as societal
objectives to which a successful initiative should contribute, such as economic growth, jobs,
democracy, inclusion, quality of life, etc. (Verleye, 2010).
From that perspective a “whole-of-system” evaluation can be likened to an assessment of impact,
seeing that both approaches use “information on the overall impact of a program, as opposed to
specific case studies or anecdotes, which can give only partial information and may not be
representative of overall program impacts” (Gertler, Martinez, Premand, Rawlings and Vermeersch,
2011, p. 4).
System-level evaluation usually is resource and data-intensive, requiring time-series data that are not
always available and that would cost too much to gather directly (Gupta, 2007). The use of secondary
data sources for the ex-post evaluation of government’s innovation initiatives can sensibly reduce the
evaluation costs since it can use already available data. As well as reducing the costs for data
collection, there are other advantages to using secondary data sources, such as ease of reproducibility,
ability to generalize the results arising from larger datasets, reliability of the data deriving from their
having been compiled by trustworthy organizations, taking into account suitable procedures for
ensuring reliability and validity (Srivastava and Teo, 2007; 2010).

4

Assessing the One-Stop Business Shop programme

The SUAP’s legislative journey started with Law 447/1998 and ended 12 years later with Law
160/2010, which means that more than three years now have passed and that we should be in a
position to assess whether the programme and the chosen implementation methods have effectively
achieved the desired innovation benefits. This section therefore investigates mainly the impact of the
SUAP programme on the Italian municipalities, in particular, whether they have been able to comply
with all the requirements of the various laws issued from 1998 to 2010. After which, the assessment
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will be extended to whether or not it has achieved its goal of reducing the administrative burdens on
enterprises and of spurring economic growth and competitiveness in Italy, in order to respond to the
first research question posited by the paper: Has the SUAP programme truly been capable of easing
the administrative burdens on enterprises and of spurring economic growth and competitiveness in
Italy?

4.1

Impact on municipalities

The legislative steps taken by the Italian Government from 1998 to 2010 led to a progressive increase
in the number of municipal One-Stop Business Shops. As shown in Figure 2, below, the turning point
was Law 160/2010, which had spurred approximately 94.5% of Italian municipalities to get a SUAP
up and running by June 2013, whether managed by the municipality itself, through inter-municipal
cooperation agreements or by the local Chamber of Commerce. This result mainly was driven by two
of the 2010 law’s provisions:
 the obligation for the municipal One-Stop Business Shops to obtain national SPC accreditation;
 the automatic transfer of the management of the One-Stop Business Shop to the Chamber of
Commerce should the municipality fail to comply with the 1 January 2011 deadline.
The latter provision gave the main impetus to those positive results, given that in June 2013 a good
2951 (75% micro municipalities with 5000 residents or less) of Italy’s 8092 municipalities had
delegated the Chambers of Commerce with the management of their One-Stop Business Shops. In
addition, 4698 municipalities had an SPC-accredited SUAP, while 443 had not yet set it up (MISE,
2013).
However, the number of SPC-accredited SUAPs at June 2013 was lower than the number recorded
before Law 160/2010 came into force. At October 2007, in fact, 5718 municipalities had set up a
SUAP, which means that about 18% of the One-Stop Business Shops set up before the law came into
force lacked the basic technological requisites needed for SPC accreditation. That, along with the 443
municipalities (5.5% of the total) that had not yet established a One-Stop Business Services and
Information Shop despite the legal obligation to do so, is a clear indication of the hurdles the councils
faced to comply with the law. The small municipalities come up against the biggest obstacles to
establishing and operating the SUAP, whether directly or through inter-municipal cooperation. Indeed,
out of Italy’s 5693 small municipalities, a significant 44% have either failed to set up a SUAP or have
had to delegate it to the local Chamber of Commerce (ANCI-IFEL 2013).

Figure 2.

Growth in One-Stop Business Shops (source: the authors)
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Two major cliffs stop the small municipalities from setting up self-managed One-stop Business Shops.
The first is that the smaller municipalities rarely have either the resources or the skills needed to set up
and run this kind of services unit. This problem was evident right at the start of the SUAP programme
but has worsened over the years due to the major spending cuts imposed by the Italian government as
part of its crisis recovery package. The second is that the One-stop Business Shop has been tasked
with coordinating multiple governmental agencies over which it has no authority, which makes them
totally reliant on the good will and cooperation of these agencies to comply with their legal
obligations. In the words of Lanzara (2009, p. 34), “legal procedures must be able to travel across
administrative bodies and ICT infrastructures without raising exceptions of sorts or problems of
recognition, legitimacy, accountability or validity”.
The smaller municipalities do not have the muscle to negotiate third party agreements to share the
inter-organizational workflow, even though these are essential to its proper functioning. This
perceived difficulty has discouraged the smaller municipalities from setting up a One-stop Business
Shop, which, until Law 160/2010, had no negative consequences given that prior legislation imposed
no penalties for non-compliance.
As a result, many small municipalities continued to apply their non-formalized and paper-based
procedures for the start-up, change of activity and closure of a business, that is, until Law 160/2010
introduced an alternative route to the management of the One-stop Business Shop, i.e., the use of the
local Chambers of Commerce, to enable especially the smaller municipalities to fulfil the obligation
that was hard to achieve under their own steam, which thus spurred radical change.
Unsurprisingly, given the above contextual factors, full virtualization of the SUAP as called for by the
EU has proved to be one of the hardest goals to reach in Italy, although it is not the only country in
this situation.

4.2

Impact on businesses

Italy suffered from a serious deficit problem in the global competitive arena even before the economic
downturn of 2007-2008; indeed, this competitive deficit has long afflicted the Italian economy. The
blame can be traced to the structural properties of Italy’s socio-economic system, not least the
legislative overkill that constrains business and industry and the excessive bureaucratization of the
public administration. To address this problem, the Italian government launched the One-stop
Business Shop (or SUAP) programme in 1998, giving it a key role in helping to reduce this
competitive deficit by simplifying business start-up, change of activity and closure procedures. But
has the SUAP programme effectively managed to achieve this objective? Figure 3, below, shows
Italy’s ranking in two well-known international surveys in the period in which the SUAP programme
was expected to start generating benefits:


World Bank Ease of Doing Business Index - EDBI (www.doingbusiness.org/rankings), which
measures a country’s capability to create a business-friendly environment with better, usually
simpler, regulations for businesses (the higher a country is ranked, the less easy it is to do business
in it);



World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Index - GCI (www.weforum.org/issues/globalcompetitiveness?), which ranks the institutions, policies, and factors that enable a country to
sustain current and medium-term levels of economic prosperity (the higher a country’s ranking,
the lower its competitiveness).
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Figure 3.

Competitiveness and ease of doing business in the Italian economy (sources: World
Bank; World Economic Forum)

As the two charts in Figure 3 show clearly the One-stop Business Shop programme that, spurred by
Law 160/2010, led almost all Italian municipalities to set up a SUAP has not, as yet, enabled Italy’s
local governments to provide more effective services to support competitiveness and economic
growth. Indeed, neither of the indices shows an improvement in those of Italy’s indicators relative to
the municipalities (i.e., the “institutions pillar” in GCI, and “starting a business” and “dealing with
construction permits” in EDBI).
In fact, the SUAP programme has failed on two counts. It has neither helped to reduce the costs to
businesses (especially micro, small and medium-sized enterprises - SMEs) of dealing with the public
administration, nor has it increased the business users’ global satisfaction with the public
administration, as shown in Figure 4, below.

Figure 4.

Cost of dealing with the public administration and PA business satisfaction levels,
2006-2013 (PromoPa, 2013)

Moreover, the SUAP programme seems to have completely flunked its mission to reduce the
bureaucratic burdens on businesses, seeing that the Italian SMEs still consider bureaucracy and the
weight of the administrative burdens a major risk factor to survival, ranking it 8.5 on a scale of 1-10
(PromoPa, 2013).

5

Gauging the effectiveness of “innovation by law”

Law 160/2010 was the last in a series of laws that required the Italian municipalities to implement
One-stop Business Shops. This law gave significant momentum to the government’s interventions to
simplify the PA paper load and relations with businesses, spurring 94.5% of Italy’s municipalities to
set up virtual business information and services centres by June 2013, thus bringing to a close the
legislative programme launched 12 years earlier, in 1998. Nevertheless, despite the repeated lawmaking (total of five laws passed in 12 years and that’s without counting the numerous other laws
enacted with an impact on matters not directly concerning the SUAP but over which it has
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jurisdiction) needed to drive this innovation, the data considered in Section 4 show that it has yet to
produce the expected benefits. This gives a negative response to the first question posited by this
article (i.e. “Has the SUAP programme truly been capable of reducing the administrative burdens on
enterprises and of spurring economic growth and competitiveness in Italy?”) and automatically raises
the question of why the SUAP programme has fallen short of its mission.
Implementation of the SUAP programme has run the entire gamut of teething problems common to
ICT-based innovation processes (Luna-Reyes, Melloulib and Bertot, 2013) but, rather than reopening
the discussion of the critical success/failure factors of innovation processes, which, on the other hand,
are well known and well covered in the literature, the article examines the “innovation by law”
approach that characterizes Italy’s PA reform process. This will provide an answer to our second
research question: “How effective is an approach that relies (almost) exclusively on legislation to
“force-feed” innovation?”
As observed by Rebora (2012), Italy’s reforms have been characterized by an excessive focus on the
legal aspects, with scant attention paid to whether and how the legislative provisions could be
effectively implemented by the public organizations. This happens because policy makers usually tend
to take the policy implementation process for granted since they assume that the main focus of the
collective interest is on the decision-making process. Implementation is seen as a “technical” phase
and as such is erroneously considered neutral and devoid of discretionary power (Sorrentino and
Passerini, 2010).
The past 20-25 years have seen all of Italy’s governments approach reform through a single lens, that
of ‘innovation by law’ based on the use of a specific legislative framework to impose innovation,
which, of course, completely misses the point that legislation is meant to be an enabler of innovation,
i.e., it is meant to create the conditions for innovation. Hence, the failure of the first policy
intervention to achieve its goal triggered a snowball effect whereby the relevant laws multiplied and
imposed increasingly stricter rules and penalties that alone were expected to produce the desired
results and benefits. Among other implications is that of the path dependency syndrome, given that
Italy’s SUAP programme effectively took the same route.
Indeed, all the Italian governments that came to power in the 1998-2010 period have used the same
dog-eared script to drive SUAP implementation, despite its three main criticalities:
 the local governments pursue innovation solely as a result of central government policy legislation
(top-down approach to innovation);
 the law is used to ‘impose’ rather than enable innovation, which means that an innovation process
can be considered as concluded when a municipality has complied (even solely in formal terms)
with the law;
 the government adds yet a further layer of legislation to the existing laws when these fail to
generate the expected innovation benefits.
In fact, the top-down approach to innovation taken for the SUAP programme has weighed on the
municipalities as a legal obligation and not as an opportunity to revisit and revitalize their internal and
inter-agency relationships, using reorganization to promote higher organizational cooperation and a
more cohesive PA culture. Naturally, this explains the delay in getting the Italian municipalities to set
up a SUAP and the persistent difficulties of getting the various agencies to cooperate with the SUAP’s
typical inter-organizational workflows or even its information flows.
The belief that the legislator can force-feed innovation is belied by the fact that in 2013, three years
down the line, only 37.6% of SMMEs said they were aware of the new SUAP requirements introduced
in 2010. In fact, even though 94.5% of Italian municipalities now have a SUAP, compliance with the
various laws issued from 1998-2010 appears to be purely a formality given that the One-Stop Business
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Shops have not even bothered to inform potential users of the service and the opportunities it provides
to simplify and ease the administrative burdens.
Embarking on the “innovation by law” approach to the SUAP programme has meant that poor or zero
attention has been paid to the organizational aspects, which helps to explain the SMEs’ low efficacy
rating of 4.3 on a scale of 1-10 of the SUAP as a means of simplification, according to PromoPa
(2013). In fact, the legislative tunnelling that characterizes the ‘innovation by law’ approach has been
blind to the major organizational criticalities of setting up one-stop government, especially the fact
that the smaller municipalities do not have the necessary resources, in primis, the skills needed to not
only implement the standardized procedures required by the model, but also to manage relations with
the relevant PA actors and stakeholders. Stricter and stricter rules and regulations while neglecting the
practical side of implementation set the governments on a course that was bound to end badly. Indeed,
the issue needs to be approached from a grass-roots perspective. Addressing the problems of resources
and competences from the bottom up would have enabled the municipal organizations to respond
adequately to the needs of businesses, instead, as the findings of this study show, the whole endeavour
failed to provide the much-needed organizational support.
What’s more, the profuse stream of legislation that was expected to both raze the critical barriers to
SUAP implementation and create the conditions to make it efficacious has, in turn, engendered a huge
number of statutory instruments that are not always coherent with each other and which have become
a stratification of superimposed and overlapping laws that continue to crowd the legal system. This is
a clear indication that the legislator has drawn on solely a fragmented picture of the regulatory cycle
and identifies a strategic weakness in the simplification policies.
This mash up of SUAP legislation and regulation is set in the broader scenario of overall PA reform,
itself the object of an inordinate amount of legislative and regulatory measures, both general and
specific (e.g., EU directives, national laws, regional laws, municipal regulations), often issued by
different authorities. The many different authorities involved in the different reform processes and the
length of time it has taken to enact and implement the SUAP programme have embroiled the legislator
in simultaneous, ongoing interventions to resolve numerous and sometimes conflicting ideas,
considerations, demands, structures and cultural elements and the result is a ‘layered’ and ‘hybrid’
system that, instead of simplifying the process and increasing performance, has only made it more
complex (Christensen and Lægreid, 2011; Howard, 2014).
In short, the incremental and economic policy dynamic that accompanied the SUAP programme
helped to set it on a path dependent trajectory, i.e., one closely linked to the cultural and institutional
variables that dominate the Italian administrative landscape (Sorrentino and De Marco, 2013, Zardini,
Rossignoli, Mola and De Marco, 2014).
Our final observation is that by casting the law into a key role the policymakers have ended up
overshadowing implementation aspects of primary importance, not least, the behaviour of the civil
servants, the responses and reactions of the regulated subjects and pressure group interference. On top
of which is the peculiar trait of the Italian public system that has led to the neglect of two interrelated
aspects. First, the slew of SUAP regulations was not issued in a vacuum but affects areas subject to
previous regulations, habits, behaviour models and beliefs. Second, ICT itself yields regulatory
effects; in consequence, the design and use of artefacts depends not only on considerations of technical
feasibility and usability, but also on interpretation, power relationships and administrative procedures
(Lanzara, 2009).

6

Conclusion

Drawing on the framework developed by Hogrebe, Kruse and Nüttgens (2008), the paper has used a
wide range of empirical elements in the dynamics that have shaped the e-government programme
since 1998 to map the legislative route chosen by Italy to launch its online One-stop Business Services
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and Information Shops. And, while the article did not initially set out to make an original contribution
to the evaluation literature, dealing as it does with a compulsory requirement of the legislator that has
been in the making for almost 20 years, it is hard to ignore this important aspect. The assessment is the
fruit of a selective approach and was limited to the few useful indicators required to perform an expost evaluation of the SUAP programme’s effects both on the Italian municipalities and on business.
The macro-level assessment suggests a negative response to the first research question ‘Has the SUAP
programme truly been capable of reducing the administrative burdens on businesses and of spurring
economic growth and competitiveness in Italy?’ The current status of the SUAP programme shows a
significant implementation gap on both these fronts, indicating that the Italian government’s strategic
mission of simplification continues to dangle out of reach.
Many institutional, organizational and technological problems have hindered the development of the
virtual One-stop Business Shop. The local governments have had to deal with the major issue of how
to incorporate the SUAP into the municipality’s organizational boundaries, its degree of autonomy in
the given context and how to find the resources needed to make it function. Another key aspect is
whether the businesses themselves have the technology needed to access the online services, given
that the Italian business landscape is made up chiefly of small and micro firms not all computerized.
The response deduced from the analysis to the second research question ‘How effective is an (almost)
exclusively legislative approach that force-feeds innovation?’ leaves no room for doubt that while
administrative simplification by law is necessary, it is far from sufficient. In other words, the
legislative intervention is only one of several inputs. Compared to the earlier measures, the latest
SUAP law not only opens up new scenarios of discontinuity, but also introduces elements of
uncertainty and complexity that weigh on the decisional processes, with contextual factors, not least
Italian administrative tradition, penalizing especially the smaller municipalities.
The assessment exercise presented here is limited to the current status of Italy’s SUAP endeavour and
its effects on the municipalities and on the businesses. A more in-depth assessment of this programme
that extends to a broader platform of stakeholders (e.g., other public agencies, business intermediaries)
would require further knowledge gains and an interdisciplinary analysis.
Given the institutional context in which e-government programmes must be developed, a promising
research direction could be to investigate countries that, like Italy, have inherited what is called the
Napoleonic administrative tradition. Under-investigated countries, such as France, Greece and Spain,
could prove fertile terrain to develop comparative studies on virtual one-stop shops and, thus, to
fruitfully expand the research agenda.
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